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Summarized below are highlights from an interview with Ignacio Martin-Baro, vice rector (vice
president) of the University of Central America, San Salvador. The interview was conducted in
May by Pensamiento Proprio, a publication of CRIES (Regional Coordination for Economic and
Social Research of Central America and the Caribbean, Managua). PP: Can you outline the current
economic and political situation in El Salvador? Martin-Baro: We are a small underdeveloped
country which has suffered a devastating civil war for more than eight years. We have lost our
sovereignty to the US government. The Salvadoran government is completely powerless to
solve this problem and the US government is pouring in millions of dollars to be burned up
by the war. The last elections show that the US project here is falling apart and the so-called
"democratization" of the last three years is only window dressing. The war will continue unless
a new US administration is more realistically oriented to the needs of Central America, such as
the need for El Salvador to decide its own future. The only way we can resolve our problems is to
have serious negotiations among the main social forces, and to respond to the needs of our people.
PP: If there were an insurrection, would the US invade? Martin-Baro: The US does not need to be
more directly involved than it already is. They are training and paying for the Salvadoran Armed
Forces, and are responsible for the basic strategic orientation of the government and the Armed
Forces. There are military bases all around the country and in Honduras. They do not need to bring
North American boys here this would not be popular in the US. PP: In your opinion, is low intensity
warfare working here? Martin-Baro: We are in our eighth year of war and the guerrillas are stronger
than ever. If working means solving any significant problems, it's a complete failure. PP: Given the
apparent failure of US policy in Central America, do you think a new administration in Washington
would adopt a different strategy? Martin-Baro: If Bush wins, nothing significant is going to change
because the most conservative forces in the US are behind him. The Democrats do not have a real
understanding of what is going on in Central America either. North American politicians are so
obsessed with anti-communism they can't see straight. PP: Are the progressive forces winning the
war in El Salvador? Martin-Baro: In strict military terms, I don't think the FMLN is winning the
war, however they are not losing and they are gaining more victories than the army this year. In
general, the popular forces have the advantage over the government forces. PP: Why have human
rights violations increased recently? Martin-Baro: First of all, human rights violations never stopped;
they have gone up or down according to the circumstances and needs of the forces behind the
death squads. Second, the current increase in violations illustrates the frustration of the military,
unable to win the war despite huge amounts of US military aid. Third, the US project is coming
apart, and respect for human rights was only a facade so that El Salvador's "new democracy" could
be sold to democratic countries to gain their support. But nothing has changed: the Armed Forces
remain an institution over and above the law and no individual significantly implicated in human
rights violations has ever been brought to trial. PP: ARENA has a new image. But has the party
really changed? Martin-Baro: No, it has not basically changed. Once in power, if ARENA needs
to use the death squads, I have no doubt that it will use them. ARENA says it supports a dialogue
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with all sectors of Salvadoran society because it answers the popular demand for peace. ARENA
is not blind. It wants a dialogue which it controls and maintains its control. PP: What is the role of
the Democratic Convergence? Martin-Baro: The Democratic Convergence can and should play a
very important role in El Salvador's near future. Salvadorans are not in favor of the government's
policies nor those of rightist parties. Progressive movements need operating institutions like the
Democratic Convergence which can pull together different social forces and groups and strengthen
political alternatives. PP: What impact has Esquipulas II had on El Salvador, and will there be
increasing pressure to comply? Martin-Baro: If there is no peace settlement in Nicaragua, there
will be no pressure here. I think its most significant impact has been allowing the return of leftist
political leaders such as Guillermo Ungo and Ruben Zamora and the participation of their parties
in the country's legal electoral framework. PP: Has the role of the Catholic Church been significant?
Martin-Baro: The Church has consistently maintained that the war must end through dialogue and
negotiation, yet it has become increasingly insignificant as a social force. The Catholic hierarchy
has isolated itself, fearing a return of the repression suffered earlier (e.g., the assassination of
Archbishop Oscar Romero). There has also been a lot of pressure from Rome against the Church's
open involvement in social and political issues. Another factor is that the Christian Democrats were
raised in Catholic youth movements and now its leaders are close friends of the Catholic hierarchy.
This has seriously affected the Church's ability to denounce their friends involved in such corrupt
projects. From my point of view, the Church is a complex institution and the hierarchy is only one
part of it. The Christian base communities who have suffered terrible repression are much more
important and have come alive again as a significant social force seeking peace. They are the seeds
of life in this country always dynamic, hopeful, enthusiastic, committed, and compassionate virtues
necessary under these depressing circumstances. PP: How does the UCA contribute? Is it repressed?
Martin-Baro: We have been harassed and accused of being communists. The government and some
extreme right-wingers think we are the brains behind the guerrillas, which is ridiculous because
if we were we would have more influence. Even our most openly declared enemies acknowledge
that we are the best university in Central America and we are serious even if we take controversial
political stands. Academically oriented, we work hard towards university goals and have done
our best to develop an understanding of this country's structural problems. In that sense, we
have become an important voice among the voices heard in El Salvador. PP: Are you optimistic
about the future? Martin-Baro: We have no clear economic future, terrible structural problems,
overpopulation, lack of resources, and are in the backyard of the US. But I see the struggles of the
Salvadorans who have overcome the most terrible and inhuman conditions with optimism and
ingenuity and I become optimistic. With these people we have a future.
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